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 ‘The Many Ways of Looking at Cinema’: Sight and Sound and the Value of Film

In an article reflecting upon the role of the critic in contemporary film debates, Nick James, the current editor of the British film magazine Sight and Sound, provides an historical overview of the profession and makes many apposite observations with regard to the whole notion of valuing, and evaluating, film. Referring to Graham Greene’s perception of the critic in an article from the magazine in 1936, James notes:
Many people in the UK disagree with Greene’s view that film is an art form (that includes many in the industry) and academic theorists seem happy to see films just as ‘texts’. (James 2008c: 17)
There is an implicit challenge there, enough to make us ponder our own roles as academic theorists and what we are contributing to the nature of debates about films.​[1]​ In the specific context of the present volume, we must also consider how our collective scholarship moves the discussion about the value of film forward. But James also explicitly raises the question, most pertinent to him, of what Sight and Sound’s role is today – the very rationale for his article, and indeed for this chapter. He goes part of the way to answering this question, when he looks at the function of film reviewers in the UK today:
To their credit, most British reviewers in the ‘quality press’ continue to consider many films as works of art. As a collective breed, however, they behave in lamblike fashion when faced by the Hollywood blockbuster. Sometimes their editors collude against them. When they give low-star ratings to high-profile films, they sometimes find them altered. When they want to ignore a below-par superhero production and boost a foreign-language film, they are sometimes overruled. (James 2008c: 17)
Therein lies an implicit statement of intent as to why Sight and Sound is so important, in not being as beholden, or prey, to higher powers that might seek to influence its evaluations. No matter that the magazine is published by the British Film Institute (BFI), it still retains the freedom and autonomy to pass judgement as it sees fit, irrespective of its parent organisation and thus securing its reputation as ‘the most reputable film magazine in English’ (Thomson 2008: x). But does it succeed in its perceived role, as a check and balance to the allegedly docile reviews emanating from the press? What is its role, indeed? It is the intention of this chapter to explore the nature of Sight and Sound as it is today and its role in shaping our perception of the film landscape, by looking back in particular at issues from the past three years. To what extent does it, as has been jokingly suggested, see the films so that we don’t have to, or actively seek to shape taste not only by reflecting on ‘”the established and emerging canon”’ (James 2008b: 5), but also by trying to create one itself? 
	At its inception in 1932, Sight and Sound was a very different animal, as David Wilson outlines in his Introduction to a collection of the most important and influential pieces published during the magazine’s first half century.  He explains how the original incarnation of Sight and Sound was very much a product of its time, ‘in tune with the Reithian-Griersonian ethic of a mass medium as a mass educator’ (Wilson 1982: 13).  Cinema at the time was largely perceived in precisely those terms, and the magazine reflected that same mood accordingly, tending to promote and eulogise European cinema at the expense of Hollywood, for example. That the magazine would be owned by the BFI within two years – the BFI was established in 1933 – clearly liberated it from such dogmatic strictures, although, as Wilson observes, ‘a certain anti-Americanism can be detected’, though this was, he suggests, ‘merely reflecting the prevailing cultural climate’ (Wilson 1982: 14). One might ponder how much that might have changed in the ensuing years.
It seems that Sight and Sound remained a barometer of cultural concerns and debates about cinema as it became more established. Wilson’s potted biography of the magazine reveals how in the postwar period, it became involved in the discussions surrounding the director as auteur, on the one hand, and cinematic realism on the other. In the 1950s it would provide a platform for commentators such as Lindsay Anderson who were calling with greater urgency for a brand of cinema, and criticism, that was more engagé. Nick James refers to Anderson’s 1956 article ‘Stand Up! Stand Up’ as ‘the most famous essay on criticism this magazine ever published’ (2008c: 18). Wilson quotes the same critic, who would later move into film direction of course, demanding in a discussion in 1958 that ‘the criticism we desperately need should be enthusiastic, violent and responsible, all at the same time’ (1982: 17). In the 1960s, the emphasis shifted again in the wake of the French New Wave, with debates circling around form and content in cinema, whilst the 1970s saw the birth of film studies as an academic discipline, and with it the development of film theory. And through it all Sight and Sound steered a steady course, bearing testament to these shifting moods by gently adapting its tone and focus to reflect the changing landscape, as we shall see: ‘[T]here was no radical change of direction’ (Wilson 1982: 19).
What is particularly striking about Nick James’s citation of Anderson’s dismissal of a rather detached critical position in England in his 2008 feature exploring the role of the contemporary critic, is the fact that at various times in its existence Sight and Sound has sought to revalidate and re-evaluate its role.  Wilson notes that the magazine ‘has often been accused, sometimes within its own pages, of having no critical position’ (1982: 18), so does James’s own plea for critics to ‘become truly distinctive again by making more than the occasional passionate noise’ (2008c: 18) reflect a shift in the magazine’s approach, in view of his role as editor-in-chief of the publication? Does Sight and Sound now have a clearly defined critical standpoint in contrast to its earlier incarnations?
In truth, James’s position, and the direction he has been steering his magazine in, is wholly commensurate with that of one of his predecessors, Penelope Houston, who, in an article entitled ‘The Critical Question’ from 1960, defended the importance of a plurality of critical perspectives on cinema. Referring to the editorial stance of the rival British publication Definition, she declared:
There are fifty different ways of being a good critic, and again I do not believe it really matters […] that two critics ‘who might be expected to share certain basic values’ can arrive at judgments almost diametrically opposed. (1982: 138)
Nick James’s specific motivation was to reappraise the role of the critic in the face of the challenge presented by Web 2.0, which has brought in its wake a genuine threat to the survival of print journalism, as well as a proliferation of bloggers. He too celebrates the diversity of approaches and perspectives, a point underlined by the selection of critics’ choices of their favourite, or the most influential, examples of film criticism that follows his article.​[2]​ Nevertheless his rallying call for ‘truly distinctive’ and ‘passionate’ writing on film suggests that it is not just a question of plurality of opinions, but also about quality, impact and commitment.
For a pertinent example of the situation Houston describes, and as further corroboration of the magazine’s continued support for critical diversity, one need only look at consecutive issues of Sight and Sound from the autumn of 2007 following the deaths, in startlingly quick succession, of Ingmar Bergman and Michaelangelo Antonioni in July of that year. As Mark le Fanu put it in his obituary for the latter, this sad coincidence ‘deprived European cinema of two iof its greatest masters’ (2007: 19), but for Peter Matthews the reality was far more grave:
Cinephiles are a superstitious lot, so the recent deaths of Ingmar Bergman and Michaelangelo Antonioni within hours of each other seemed laden with portentous meaning. It was as though blind chance had certified what many of us knew in our bones: that the great, visionary enterprise of cinema is over. Henceforth there are to be no more masterpieces – uniquely luminous works describing the finest vibrations of the creator’s soul. Instead we will get (have been getting for nigh on 20 years) an industrial cinema, streamlined, impersonal, marketable and crudely derivative. (2007: 17)
The pessimism percolating through Matthews’ article is signalled from the outset by its mournful title, ‘The End of an Era: A Cinephile’s Lament’. The critic’s polemic about the demise of cinema is both eloquent and elegiac, but in reality betrays a position that is also fundamentally exclusive and elitist, a fact that Matthews would doubtless not seek to refute. 
In the course of his lament, he attacks the ‘sterility and shallowness of CGI’ and what he calls ‘the domestication of cinema’ (2007: 17) today, by which he means the way that so many of us now consume our films at home on DVD and Blu-ray. For Matthews, this apparent dilution of the nature of cinema as an art form has resulted in the ‘total philosophical collapse of the masterpiece’:
For its previous consumers, art occupied a lofty, intimidating sphere that has since been denounced as snobbish and cliquish. Yet matey, back-slapping familiarity isn’t necessarily an improvement. In our neo-populist times, audiences have been trained to resent artists who are too recalcitrant, intelligent and different. How dare they? (2007: 18).
It is the most unequivocal articulation of his unashamedly elitist perspective, which borders on the curmudgeonly to such a degree that his piece ultimately reflects not so much the end of cinema as the ongoing clashing of generations, as one era fades into the next, taking with it its adherents and advocates, as one movement supplants its precursor. So, the films that clearly comprise Matthews’ cinematic canon – his article concludes, for instance, with a direct citation of Tsai Ming-Liang’s melancholic Goodbye Dragon Inn (2003) - are unlikely all to fall into those of others. It was ever thus in art and long may it continue. 
So, whilst it is possible to understand, and share, some of his concerns – and for this writer the ubiquity of, and obsession with, CGI has tended to irritate rather more than excite – his pining for bygone days seems at best exclusive, and at worst almost petulant. But that is not to denigrate what is an enjoyably provocative piece of writing. It is forthright, opinionated and passionate in all the ways that good critical writing should be, and for which Sight and Sound has been renowned for showcasing. Indeed, it is precisely the kind of impassioned critical writing that Nick James was advocating.
	For that self same reason of fostering debate, and presenting itself as a forum for diametrically opposed arguments, Sight and Sound then published a response to Matthews’ cinephilic lament written by Jonathan Romney. Where the former sees no signs of vitality nor potential for the creation of new masterpieces, in an era where directors such as Peter Jackson and Quentin Tarantino are feted, the latter takes a more optimistic standpoint. Romney opens with a slightly provocative observation of his own when he avers that ‘today film is at its most eloquent when rehearsing its own death throes,’ a not so subtle allusion to the fact that we have been here before, but at the same time also a declaration which sets up his own argument (2007: 24). For he notes, with palpable delight, the existence of sufficient ‘film-making souls whose vibrating pitch is sufficiently at odds with the mainstream to ensure that we can always hope to see something interesting – and that it will never be easy to predict its source’ (2007: 24). Herein lies the fundamental difference between these two standpoints; Romney is less content to reject recent films, and is far more sanguine about the capacity of modern audiences to appreciate, and indeed actively to seek out, the types of artistic, challenging films that Matthews eulogises.  As Romney puts it: ‘New audiences find their own ways to make their favourite artforms meaningful’ (2007: 25). 
	Where Matthews mourns, Romney celebrates. He identifies a vibrancy in a cinematic landscape that Matthews finds moribund, from the quality witnessed at the major film festivals of that year, to the European films such as Yella (Petzold, 2007) and 4 Months, 3 Weeks and 2 Days (Mungiu, 2007) which attracted considerable positive critical acclaim, through to a number of Hollywood films from 2007, such as David Fincher’s Zodiac and Paul Greengrass’s The Bourne Ultimatum. Reaffirming his belief that ‘cinema and cinephilia have a future’ (2007: 24), Romney concludes: 
While I derive my own cinephile kicks partly from a desire to explore the past, even more come from my expectation of thrills yet to be had – and enduring eagerness to know what novelties, triumphs or catastrophes each new season will bring. (2007: 25)
It is easy to imagine Matthews shaking his head in dismay at his colleague’s definition both of cinematic vitality and cinephilia. Be that as it may, Romney’s more inclusionist perspective in his response to the former reveals much about the ethos of Sight and Sound, in that it remains a home for such diverse, even diametrically opposed, opinions about the state of cinema.​[3]​ 
	A glance at almost any issue of the magazine over the past three years or so, for example, reveals the way in which Sight and Sound successfully embraces both positions occupied by Matthews and Romney within its pages, in effect steering a course that mediates between them, engaging them in dialogue. On the one hand, Sight and Sound has always been acutely aware of cinematic history, and in particular has tended to display its obvious affinity for the auteurist tradition above all.  But conversely, the magazine has also been at the vanguard in identifying and heralding new talent; indeed one might argue it has continually been seeking to refresh existing canons, if not indeed trying to establish new ones. But it has also not been wholly dismissive of certain mainstream productions, nor those artists involved in them.
In an editorial from February 2008, Nick James appears concerned about what that year would bring with it in film terms. Although he mentions Sight and Sound’s championing of recent German and Romanian cinema – the latter, tellingly, in an article in the same issue as Matthews’ proclamation of the death of cinema – he too sounds a melancholy note as the ramifications of the credit crunch began to be reflected in cinematic programming at that time:
The types of cinema most at risk are precisely those which this magazine cares passionately about: films of moral, aesthetic and/or political ambition from around the world. Aside from the many fine US releases (in 2007) few new auteurs or national cinemas seemed significant to our times. Could it be that the millennial ‘death of cinema’ lament has come back to haunt us? (2008a: 5)
He goes on, nevertheless, to avow Sight and Sound’s intent to ‘search harder among the formats, genres and platforms – and indeed in the cracks between categories – for what’s exciting and relevant in new cinema’ (2008a: 5). For all the apparent concern, there is an ongoing commitment to continue the search for a cinema that matters, that has something to say. Thus, James in effect embraces the positions of both Matthews and Romney in his editorial.
	A good example of how Sight and Sound endeavours to identify ‘films of moral, aesthetic and/or political ambition from around the world’ is the aforementioned investigation of the revival in the fortunes of German cinema, which the magazine had been charting for a few years with short features and telling mentions in dispatches. If the initial green shoots of renewed creativity were evident in the interest that surrounded Tom Tykwer’s Lola rennt/Run Lola Run (1998), the profits from which were ploughed back into developing productions such as Good Bye Lenin! (Becker, 2003), it was only really from 2004 onwards that Germany began to produce a sustained series of films which both excited and provoked in equal measure, such as Die Fetten Jahre sind vorbei/The Edukators (Weingartner, 2004), Der Untergang/Downfall (Hirschbiegel, 2004) Sophie Scholl Die Letzten Tage/The Final Days (Rothemund, 2005). The Oscar for Best Foreign Picture for Florian Henckel von Donnersmarck’s Das Leben der Anderen/The Lives of Others (2006) provided corroboration of the vitality of this revival, but it has not been the culmination.
	The detailed examination undertaken by Sight and Sound in December 2006, prior to von Donnersmarck’s Oscar success, suggested that there was perceived to be sufficient quality on display in Germany for this latest ‘movement’ to be sustained by virtue of the ‘remarkable flowering of talent’ on show (James 2006: 26); and, indeed, with the benefit of hindsight the feature seems remarkably prescient as the past few years have seen a striking number of important, and provocative, films emanating from Germany. Interviews with six important representatives of this revival – directors Tykwer and Hans-Christian Schmid amongst them – offered insights into where this resurgence has come from, and hinted at its potential longevity. Alongside the films mentioned above, the feature identified a further nine films by an array of largely new directors that have been grouped together as being representative of a ‘new wave’. In reality, this identification of a new wave – the so-called ‘Berlin School’ – is rather too neat and simplistic, and runs the risk of homogenising a diverse, and burgeoning, array of talented directors, each drawing on quite different inspiration and material for their films. Be that as it may, the article reflects Sight and Sound’s welcome commitment to raise the profile of new, exciting cinema from around the world. Consequently, after it had been eulogised in the pages of the magazine following its success at the Berlinale, it seems noteworthy that in 2007 Christian Petzold’s Yella, should have achieved a DVD release in the UK, a year before it was released in Germany in that format.  
	As already mentioned, Sight and Sound has also focused attention in recent years on the up-and-coming cinema in Eastern Europe, and principally, though not exclusively, the so-called ‘new wave’ in Romania. Picking up on the Cannes success of The Death of Mr Lazarescu (Puiu, 2005), Nick Roddick’s article from October 2007 titled ‘Eastern Promise’ offers a sensitive, and knowledgeable, insight into the film industry in Romania, and places films such as Puiu’s breakthrough, as well as 12:08 East of Bucharest (Porumboiu, 2006) and the Palme D’Or-winning 4 Months, 3 Weeks and 2 Days (Mungiu, 2007) in the context of recent developments in the country as it still comes to terms with the collapse of the brutal rule of Ceausescu. That success alone, as with the Oscar for The Lives of Others, is a guarantee of a higher profile, but it is interesting that at the BFI London Film Festival in 2007, Sight and Sound organised a roundtable discussion entitled ‘Romanian Cinema: The Next New Wave?’ around a screening of Cristian Mungiu’s film, with the director himself participating. 
Following on from this feature, Sight and Sound devoted an extended feature in June 2008 to the recent developments in Eastern Europe as a whole, entitled ‘Cinema of the New Europe’. Looking at the ongoing careers of long-established directors such as Andrej Wajda, whose latest film Katyn (2008) reflects his ongoing ability to tackle Polish history head on, and Czech Jirí Menzel, the feature also charts the renaissance of post-communist cinema, inspired in part by the waves that Romanian cinema in particular made at Cannes in 2007, but by no means limited to productions from that country alone. It is clear from these various features just how active an advocate the magazine has been of the respective virtues of these ‘movements’, if such they be. Moreover, it has introduced the films produced within these contexts as compelling evidence that, as Romney puts it, ‘some blood is still flowing through cinema’s post-centenary veins’ (2007: 25). In effect, Sight and Sound has been expanding, and adapting, the cinematic canon at a time when writers such as Peter Matthews believe the end has come.​[4]​ To underscore its role in this regard, in February 2010, James introduced a list of the thirty key films from the first decade of the twenty-first century, which he and the selection panel of writers at Sight and Sound felt were of ‘cultural significance’ and ‘touched on the important themes of the decade’ (2010b: 35). As he happily concedes:
Looking at our list of films overall, we have undoubtedly left ourselves open to accusations of purism (although we don’t care). Only a minority of the titles would supply a relaxed Friday night out, and most of those play with genre in some way. […] Hollywood blockbuster cinema finds scant representation here – I’m afraid there’s not even a Pixar film. (2010b: 35)
In truth, the list reaffirms the magazine’s auteurist credentials, including films from all those directors whose works have been heavily featured within its pages over the past decade.​[5]​
	To underpin the magazine’s interest in the health of cinema worldwide, it has always been a very keen observer of global film festivals, even if its main focus is on events such as Cannes, Berlin and Venice, as befits its European base. Each year it devotes a considerable amount of space to these festivals in particular, with detailed reviews of the various programmes, which effectively act as health checks for the state of world cinema.  One might even see an affinity between the ambitions of the festivals and Sight and Sound itself. As the programme for Cannes was announced, Nick James cited festival president Gilles Jacob’s justification for the selections he had made:
‘The only question that I find important […] is that of the future of auteur, independent cinema […]. The last we heard, the type of cinema that we like, upright, original, unique cinema, the cinema of byways, has been declared extinct by the thought police’. (James 2009a: 5)
The similarities between Jacob’s definition of the type of cinema that Cannes advocates and that which Sight and Sound champions are unmistakable, and so too the efforts of both institutions to keep searching for new talent whilst continuing to support traditional virtues and values. 
	While Sight and Sound rightly draws attention to its endeavours to identify new trends, it does also remain wedded to anan essentially auteurist position, as a glance at myriad issues from the past five years will attest, in addition to its list of the most significant films of the Noughties. The work of Alfred Hitchcock has been a regular feature, for instance, with the most recent example being Graham Petrie’s reappraisal of Strangers on a Train.  Unsurprisingly, the magazine celebrated the fiftieth anniversary of the French Nouvelle Vague in its May 2009 issue, admitting that it had covered the careers of the five principal directors of the movement – Godard, Truffaut, Chabrol, Rivette and Rohmer – quite carefully over the years, reflecting its credentials as an advocate of ‘upright, original, unique cinema’, perhaps. One might see these figures, therefore, as convenient orientation points, benchmarks of quality against which newer talents are measured by the magazine.
But Sight and Sound is not as dogmatic as that. As David Wilson says, the magazine has been committed to celebrating ‘a broad church rather than a narrow cult of cinema’ (1982:18). Even if some of the more hollow productions of Hollywood might regularly be disparaged within its pages – Nick James, for example, felt moved in June 2009 to cheer the apparent commercial vitality of European cinema at the expense of ‘the alienating vacuity of too many recent US films’ (2009a: 5) – Sight and Sound has regularly celebrated the careers of American directors, including recent features on prominent figures such as Clint Eastwood and Michael Mann, whom it deems worthy of inclusion in the pantheon of auteurs. In the wake of the world premiere of Changeling (2008) at Cannes, Geoff Andrew posited the notion that Eastwood was the greatest American director at work today, arguing that:
It took a while for him to be taken seriously as an auteur, but after the awards won by Unforgiven (1992), Mystic River (2003) and Million Dollar Baby (2004), and his 2006 Iwo Jima diptych, there is now at last a greater awareness of his directing skills. Perhaps that’s because in recent years he’s more often chosen to stay behind the camera without taking an acting role himself; it surely also has something to do with the consistency of achievement of his most recent films. (2008: 15-16)
 	With the release of his film Public Enemies, Michael Mann was then the focus of attention in the summer of 2009 in Nick James’ enthusiastic feature. He found the director had refined his use of digital techniques in creating the atmosphere so redolent of his career hitherto: ‘Mann’s amber-electric night is a spectral world, test-driven for Collateral (2004) and Miami Vice (2006), but brought to rich fruition here’ (2009c: 24).  In suggesting that Mann is a director who ‘tends to revisit tropes of his other films’ (2009c: 27), and drawing certain explicit, and implicit, comparisons between Public Enemies and earlier films such as Heat (1995), James’s review is shot through with observations that betray an auteurist discourse at work.​[6]​ 
	But even if the pursuit of new movements and talents, and the occasionally hagiographical reverence for august directors past and present, might percolate through much of what Sight and Sound publishes, it has nevertheless remained true to its categorisation by David Wilson as ‘a magazine about the cinema in all its aspects, informational as well as critical’ (1982: 19). In that regard, Sight and Sound cannot easily be dismissed as being elitist. And so in September 2009, it ran a title feature on what it dubbed the ‘Wild Bunch’, namely fifty wilfully individual filmmakers from Josef von Sternberg to Dario Argento to Miike Takashi, to name but three. With a few notable exceptions, the majority of those mavericks listed would in all likelihood not be included in any conventional list of truly influential figures in cinema. For Mark Cousins, however, theirs is a restive creative energy that cannot be wholly ignored: 
Each of these ‘wild’ directors has a psychic energy that is manic to a degree and might well be fuelled by sexual rage, or colonial exploitation, or a Marxist hatred of consumerism, or a fear of modernity or the body […] or by historical events such as Partition. But that energy in turn fuels a will to form that is so feral it makes the act of film-making look feverish – and makes fairness to content seem like an anaemic propriety. (2009: 23)
It is arguable whether many of the directors listed in this diverse group would be the subject of such open-minded and objective analysis in any other publication save Sight and Sound. It says much that this feature nestles alongside a hymn of praise to Broken Embraces, the latest film by Almodovar and a typically robust, passionate interview with Tarantino about Inglourious Basterds.
	It is the presence of Tarantino in Sight and Sound which perhaps best exemplifies the way in which the magazine is indeed a broad church, since one might expect him to be much more a fixture of the commercial press, given his trademark ability to court attention.  In fact, the interview itself was prompted by Sight and Sound’s rather lukewarm reception of Inglourious Basterds at Cannes, which Nick James described as having given him ‘aesthetic indigestion’ (James 2009b: 18), by virtue of its extensive intertextuality, and to which the director took exception. In prefacing the interview, Ryan Gilbey underlines how the ‘uncomplicated adulation’ (2009: 17) that greeted Tarantino’s early films has faded quite markedly. This shift might best be explained by the way Tarantino has subsequently quite blatantly modelled himself as an auteur in the mould of his New Wave idols, and turned himself into a brand on this basis. Nevertheless, the interview does allow the director the chance to demonstrate his genuine passion for film, and his readiness to explore, and explain, his way of working, so that Nick James’s editorial is forced to concede that ‘there’s no one who tries to adjust Tarantino’s vision’:
That’s what the politique des auteurs is all about – a single creative intelligence in control of his or her medium – and Tarantino’s very existence disproves the fashionable notion that auteurism is somehow dead because the machine of film-making has become too over-managed and unwieldy for sole control to rest with anyone. (James 2009d: 5)
James’s observation is telling in so many ways about the ethos of Sight and Sound in the twenty-first century. It confirms the magazine’s enduring support for the concept of the auteur, and for an aesthetic appreciation of film, whilst at the same time revealing that it is not wedded to a dogmatic, exclusionist perspective. Tarantino may not be an unproblematic figure, but there is a willingness to view his oeuvre dispassionately. He may appear more redolent of what Timothy Corrigan hTimothy Corrigan has called the ‘commerce of auteurism’ (quoted in Watson 2007: 101), and as such is very much a mainstream director, in terms of his broad based appeal. Nevertheless, those of his artistic and technical abilities worthy of note are celebrated. It should be noted, however, that he is not in the list of Top Thirty films of the Noughties.
	Aside from its role in evaluating the aesthetic quality of film, Sight and Sound celebrates the medium with its historical retrospectives of classic films. Perhaps mindful of its affiliation with the BFI, the magazine can be seen as fulfilling an important archival function. So, for example, Ian Christie recently celebrated the restoration of The Red Shoes, which was shown at Cannes in 2009. Even if the project was carried out in the United States, with the financial support of Martin Scorsese, the article can be seen as a celebration of the British cinematic heritage, as befits the magazine’s publisher, which was naturally also involved in the process. As Christie observes, such a restoration ‘renews a film’s reputation’ (2009: 37), as indeed does the article itself. Sight and Sound also recently published an extensive retrospective on the creative collaboration between Joseph Losey and Harold Pinter, most notably in The Servant (1963) with its twisted dissection of the British class system. Such features do not represent an overt chauvinism at work, as Sight and Sound is equally happy to celebrate the work of diverse directors from around the world or classic international films, that time, and audiences, have perhaps overlooked: in September 2008, the magazine included features on a recently rediscovered full print of Fritz Lang’s Metropolis and a reappraisal of Carl Dreyer’s Vampyr. Nevertheless, the interest in breathing life into the work of Britons, or reviving interest in forgotten British gems, is wholly commensurate with the magazine’s origins. Moreover, it underlines its value not just as a commentator on contemporary cinema, but also as a resource, a primer, and an archive.
	In her reflections upon the function of film criticism in her 1960 article, Penelope Houston made an observation that is as apposite now as then: ‘The contemporary cinema is moving, and moving fairly rapidly, in half a dozen directions at once: a state of affairs which increases the bewilderment of the critic who would like to hang on to an aesthetic like a life-belt in a stormy sea’ (Houston 1982: 137-38). Little has changed in the interim in this respect; indeed, if anything the cinematic landscape has grown ever more dynamic, and chaotic. On the one hand, Hollywood’s global hegemony is under more sustained pressure from many different quarters, a former coloniser now being engaged by those cultures it formerly dominated. On the other hand, the advent of the digital revolution, and the burgeoning means and platforms for broadcasting oneself, are democratising the whole concept of cinema, and who can produce films, but more importantly, who can consume films, and how. And it is within this maelstrom that the importance of Sight and Sound is axiomatic, not least if it has steered a steady course throughout its lifespan, seeking to embrace and inform upon all new developments that relate to cinema. 
But Penelope Houston’s article is even more interesting in highlighting just how much paradoxically has changed since 1960, indicating the greater challenge that the magazine now faces. Like her successor, Nick James, she adopts a self-critical stance with regard to film criticism, talking of the ‘unattractive truth’ that ‘there is plenty of reviewing and not nearly enough criticism’, a truth she attributes to the fact that film ‘cannot be taken home and studied like a novel or play, and consequently ‘invites reactions and impressions rather than sustained analysis’ (1982: 137). Of course, film can now be dissected and deconstructed like literature, which is one ramification of what Matthews dismisses as the ‘domestication of cinema’ (2007: 17). First VHS, and then DVD, facilitated the kind of searching criticism that Houston desired, and which James now calls for again, in his rallying cry for criticism to meet the challenges presented by the internet. Sight and Sound is ideally situated to meet this challenge, for it has adapted its approach through its various incarnations, while staying true to its origins, by continually acknowledging ‘the many ways of looking at the cinema’ (Wilson 1982: 19). If it has tended to laud the auteur or define the contours of each new wave, it has never failed to recognise that it is cinema’s diversity that makes it so vibrant. Even if it seeks to refresh and revive what it perceives to be the cinematic canon, it also acknowledges the richness of plurality, and thus celebrates the nature of debate. There is no better exemplar of this ethos than the vigorous, invigorating debate between Peter Matthews and Jonathan Romney. In truth, Sight and Sound happily embraces both poles within its pages, happy to be at times polemical, at others conciliatory, but always informative, engaged and passionate. Sight and Sound therefore remains wedded very much to an ethos that Lindsay Anderson articulated in 1953, and that Nick James cites once more in 2008 in his own polemical  piece on film criticism:
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^1	  It could be argued that critics are able to express themselves a little freer, with more passion, and subjectivity where it is warranted, than film academics, who are constrained by professional conventions of objectivity and rigour. One need only consider the freedom with which The Guardian’s Peter Bradshaw – ‘said to be perhaps the only [reviewer] who can make or break a film’ (James 2008c: 18) - can savage a film, or how David Thomson can delight in his assault on The Sound of Music, mischievously suggesting how Christopher Plummer is ‘caught between heavy boredom and the apparently serious urge to start kicking some of the children’ (2008: 813), to understand how the critics are working, and writing in a different context, and by and large for a different readership, than their academic counterparts. Sight and Sound does, however, act as an important forum for bringing both sides together for the common purpose of evaluating film. And, of course, an eminent, and respected, writer such as the late Robin Wood was both critic and academic.
^2	  Whilst Sight and Sound could not, perhaps, be classified in the strictest sense as a journal, the writing within its pages is predominantly of academic quality. It does not, however, preclude a more popular tone in some of its features and reviews. It does, after all, offer a comprehensive review section to rival its competitors in the market place, looking at all types of film releases within. Sight and Sound’s pluralistic character is reflected further in the fact that writers such as Kim Newman, a stalwart of the popular Empire magazine, regularly contribute features.
^3	  Nick James echoes Romney’s excitement about the ongoing vibrancy of cinema when he talks about how thrilling it is ‘to always seem to be striding towards the next big thing’ (2010a: 5).
^4	  It is also worth noting that in May 2008 the magazine has also explored what developments had been taking place in contemporary French cinema, so often overshadowed by its illustrious New Wave past. In addition, the magazine has also recently had two surveys of British cinema’s fortunes.
^5	  The list is dominated by male directors, and includes just three women: Agnès Varda, Lucrecia Martel and Claire Denis. It is perhaps worth noting here therefore that Sight and Sound has, perhaps, tended to concentrate more on male directors in its pages, certainly in recent times, even if this may indeed reflect the relatively small number of women directors in the industry. That said, the October 2009 issue did feature articles on Andrea Arnold’s Fish Tank, and its place in the corpus of British social realist drama, as well as an interview with Sally Potter about her film Rage. Subsequently, the balance has continued to be redressed with further features on Argentinian filmmaker Lucrecia Martel, whose La Niña Santa (2004) makes the Top Thirty list, and Mia Hansen-Løve from France.
^6	  Of the contemporary European auteurs, Sight and Sound has long advanced the claims of directors such as Pedro Almodovar, Lars von Trier and Michael Haneke, with a large portrait of the latter for example adorning the cover of the December 2009 issue. All three directors have films in the Top Thirty list, with Talk to Her (2002), The Five Obstructions (2003) and Hidden (2004) respectively.
